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[57] ABSTRACT 

The invention is an ambulatory, passive sensor for use in 
a fetal monitoring system. The invention incorporates 
piezoelectric polymer film combined with a metallic 
mounting plate fastened to a belt and electrically con- 
nected to a signal processing unit by means of a shielded 
cable. The purpose of the sensor is to receive pressure 
pulses emitted from a fetus inside an expectant mother 
and to provide means for filtering out pressure pulses 
arising from other sources, such as the maternal heart. 

16 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets 
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PASSIVE FETAL MONITORING SENSOR 

ORIGIN OF THE INVENTION 

The invention described herein was jointly made by 5 
Government employees and an employee of a small 
entity contractor. In accordance with 35 USC 202, the 
contractor elected not to retain title. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 10 

1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates broadly to the field of 
biomedical transducers and more particularly to a pas- 
sive sensor for fetal monitoring. 15 

2. Related Art 

Traditional methods of fetal monitoring include pal- 
pation and stethoscopic examination. These methods 
rely heavily on the treating physician’s ability to receive 
sensing information and to subsequently process that 20 
information. Hence, such methods are inherently quali- 
tative rather than quantitative. 

Ultrasonic techniques improve upon traditional 
methods, but are intrusive and have possible deleterious 
effects on fetal development. Ultrasonic equipment is 25 
also costly, ill-suited to portability because of its size, 
and subject to error arising from imprecision in sensor 
alignment. 

The prior art of fetal sensors includes acoustic sen- 
sors, which detect acoustic signals originating within 30 
the abdomen of the mother, interference sensors which 
detect and cancel interference from the mother’s heart- 
beat, and accelerometers which detect fetal movement. 

Prior interference sensors, such as those described in 
U.S. Pat. No. 4,784,154 (Shirley) have utilized a split 35 
polarization arrangement of the sensor assembly to 
cancel common mode signals arising from electromag- 
netic interference and radial stresses. Such an arrange- 
ment precludes the detection of fetal movement, be- 
cause fetal movement generates common mode signals. 40 

An overview of prior art monitors reveals two basic 
limitations: (1) they respond to fetal heart rate, thereby 
forfeiting the vast store of potential information con- 
tained in an instantaneous time history of pressure 
pulses; and (2) they are ill-suited to an ambulatory mode 45 
of operation, requiring operation in a clinical setting. 

The monitor disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 4,781,200 
(Baker) surmounts these limitations. The described em- 
bodiments of Baker, however, reveal other difficulties. 
First, the high surface mass density and cantilevered 50 
arrangement of piezoelectric crystals used for signal 
detection make the crystals highly sensitive to move- 
ment by the mother. Consequently, the monitor of 
Baker, which consists of acoustic and interference sen- 
sors, together with a signal processing algorithm, must 55 
extract a relatively weak fetal signal from strong inter- 
ference due to movement by the mother. Another limi- 
tation of Baker is the bulkiness of the cantilevered pi- 
ezoelectric crystals which makes the belt on which they 
are mounted thick, cumbersome, unattractive, and gen- 60 
erally impractical. Moreover, the monitor does not 
avail itself of array signal processing techniques, 
whereby several sensors operating in concert yield sub- 
stantially more information than a sensor operating 
alone. Finally, in the mounting arrangement of Baker 65 
the sensors are not on a common plate, causing the 
sensors to yield different responses to a common mode 
signal. 


2 

Accordingly, it is an object of the invention to pro- 
vide an ambulatory, passive sensor suitable for fetal 
monitoring. 

It is a further object of the invention to provide a 
sensor suitable for use in a fetal heart monitoring sys- 
tem. 

A further object of the invention is to provide an 
ambulatory, passive sensor exhibiting an acoustic impe- 
dance closely matching that of a human torso. 

A further object of the invention is to receive pres- 
sure pulses emitted by the fetal heart and transform 
these pressure pulses into an electrical form suitable for 
processing by a signal processing means. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is an ambulatory, passive sen- 
sor for use in fetal monitoring. The term “ambulatory” 
denotes that the invention is suitable for wearing by the 
mother during her ordinary daily activities. The term 
“passive” denotes that the invention does not physically 
impinge upon the fetus, nor does it transmit energy flux 
into the fetus. The sensor receives pressure pulses emit- 
ted from the fetal heart and provides means for filtering 
out pressure pulses arising from other sources, such as 
the maternal heart. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 illustrates a fetal monitoring system incorpo- 
rating the ambulatory, passive fetal monitoring sensor 
of the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a top view of a belt illustrating the location 
of a typical cutout; 

FIG. 3 is a cross-sectional view of a pair of sensor 
assemblies; 

FIG. 4 is a cross-sectional view illustrating a method 
of constructing a sensor assembly; 

FIG. 5 illustrates a metallic tab used to bond an elec- 
trode with conducting epoxy; 

FIG. 6 illustrates a fetal monitoring system incorpo- 
rating a shielding electrode according to the present 
invention; and 

FIG. 7 is a cutaway view of the shielding electrode of 
FIG. 6. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

A preferred embodiment of the invention has a belt 
assembly 21 for connection to a signal processing unit 
22, shown in FIG. 1. The belt assembly 21 has a belt 23, 
one or more sensor stations 24, 25, and 26, pairs of ca- 
bles 27, 28 and 29, and a cable connector 30. The belt 23 
is worn snugly but comfortably around the mother’s 
abdomen 31. An especially preferred embodiment fea- 
tures three sensor stations. The belt 23 is made of any 
familiar material exhibiting strength and resistance to 
stretching, such as woven nylon or canvas, with typical 
dimensions of 30" longXl-J" widexj" thick. The in- 
elasticity of the belt 23 ensures internal pressure pulses 
will compress the piezoelectric sensing means and sup- 
press any acceleration of the sensing means resulting 
from internal pressure pulses. 

As shown in FIG. 2, the belt 23 provides a cutout 32 
for each sensor station. Each cutout is typically 1-J" 
Xi". In the especially preferred embodiment the three 
sensor stations are located at the center of the belt and 
4-^" to either side of the center. In the especially pre- 
ferred embodiment, the belt is fastened by a commer- 
cially available fastening material like “VELCRO” 
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brand hook and loop fasteners, but may be fastened by 
any appropriate means. 

The components of a sensor station 24, shown in 
FIG. 3, are an inner sensor assembly 33, and outer sen- 
sor assembly 34, a mounting plate 35, acoustic insulation 
36, a flap 37. The inner and outer sensor assemblies, 
which are identical in construction, provide the signals 
subsequently processed in the signal processing unit 22. 

FIG. 4 illustrates the construction of sensor assem- 
blies 33,34. Each sensor assembly 33,34 contains two 10 
strips 39 and 40 of piezoelectric polymer film, such as 
polyvinylidene fluoride (PVF 2 ), each typically 1" 
longxi" wide X 0.004" thick. The two strips of film are 
coated on both sides with thin metallic layers, 41,42,43 
and 44, which serve as electrodes, and are bonded to- 
gether by means of a thin layer of epoxy 45. The center 
electrodes 42,43 are bonded to the center conductor 46 
of a coaxial cable, and the outer electrodes 41,44 are 
together bonded to the cable shield 48, which serves as 
the outer conductor. The bonds between the film elec- 20 
trodes 41,42,43,44 and cable conductors 46,48 are beads 
47,49,50 of conducting epoxy. 

The polymer film derives its piezoelectric property 
from the fact that it is electrically prepolarized; that is, 
it has a permanent electric dipole moment. The orienta- 25 
tion of the dipoles, indicated by the arrows in FIG. 4, is 
such that the layers 42,43 contacting the positive (or 
negative) charge are joined together, and the layers 
41,44 contacting the negative (or positive) charge are 
joined together. A time-varying pressure incident upon 30 
either electrode 41,44 changes the net polarization and 
produces a proportional voltage across the points con- 
nected to cable conductors 46,48. 

In the arrangement shown in FIG. 4 the center con- 
ductors 42,43,46 are completely shielded by the outer 35 
conductors 41,44,48, along the entire signal path from a 
sensor assembly 33 or 34 to the signal processing unit 
22. This shielding is only partially effective in rejecting 
undesirable background signals, such as radio-fre- 
quency interference and 60 Hz pickup from electrical 40 
lines, and for this reason a shielding electrode 60 (not 
shown in FIG. 4); has been implemented, as described 
below in reference to FIG. 6. In each sensor assembly 
the two metallized polymer films 39,40 behave as a 
single unit, mechanically in series and electrically in 45 
parallel. 

As shown in FIG. 3, sensor assemblies 33,34 are in- 
serted into a respective cutout 32 located at each sensor 
station 24,25, and 26 shown in FIG. 1. An outer elec- 
trode 41 or 44 from each assembly is bonded with epoxy 50 
to a mounting plate 35 which is fastened to the belt 23 
by sewing, riveting, or any means that will ensure rigid 
attachment. Typical dimensions for the mounting plate 
are 1-i" longXl" wideX0.010-0.015" thick. 

The mounting plate 35 fulfills two important func- 55 
tions. First, its large flexural rigidity precludes flexural 
deformation of the sensors, as may be caused by motion 
of the mother. Secondly, acoustical signals originating 
from within the mother’s body are incident upon sur- 
face 38 and are received by both the inner sensor assem- 60 
bly 33 and the outer sensor assembly 34. Acceleration of 
the mounting plate 35, on the other hand, as may be 
caused by rigid-body motion of the mother or by fetal 
movement, produces like signals in both sensor assem- 
blies 33 and 34. Thus the detected signal contains com- 
ponents due to both acoustical sources and rigid-body 
motion, but acceleration compensated signal contains 
the acoustic component alone because the rigid-body 
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component is cancelled. Consequently, operation in the 
acceleration compensated mode permits one to separate 
acoustic sources from rigid-body motion. Further, to 
prevent acoustical signals generated external to the 
5 mother, e.g., ambient noise, from reaching the external 
sensor assembly 34, the adjacent region of the cutout 32 
is packed with an acoustical insulating material 36, such 
as wool made from Kevlar. A flap 37 holds the acoustic 
insulating material in place. 

The pair of coaxial cables 27,28, or 29 conducts the 
signals from the sensor stations 24,25, or 26 through 
connector 30 to the signal processing unit 22, shown in 
FIG. 1. In an ambulatory monitor the signal processing 
unit 22 is a small battery-operated package mounted on 
15 the belt 23. It may be any device which performs the 
following functions: (1) acquiring acoustic signals origi- 
nating from within the mother’s abdomen; (2) detecting 
and cancelling interference contributions (e.g., mother’s 
heartbeat and ambient noise) in order to isolate the 
pressure pulses emitted by the fetal heart; (3) detecting 
fetal movement; and (4) analyzing fetal heart signals to 
determine the state of fetal wellness according to some 
established criterion. 

Experience has revealed that the quality of the signal 
is sensitive to fetal position and thus the location of a 
sensor on the mother’s body. The use of multiple sen- 
sors, numbering three in the embodiment described here 
as an example, permits the observer to select the signal 
of best quality for subsequent signal processing. 

In an alternate embodiment of the invention, each 
sensor 33,34 is fabricated from a single strip of piezo- 
electric polymer film. By removing film 40, the. metallic 
layer 42 of the remaining film is electrically connected 
to mounting plate 35 and metallic layer 41 is electrically 
insulated from mounting plate 35. Hence, mounting 
plate 35 functions as an electrical shield. 

In another embodiment of the invention, a metallic 
tab 99, shown in FIG. 5 is bonded to electrode 41 with 
conducting epoxy at the location indicated by 49. The 
tab 99 contains a leaf which is spot-welded to coaxial 
cable shield 48. Another tab 99 is bonded to electrode 
44 at location 50 and spot-welded to shield 48. This 
arrangement makes the connections considerably more 
compact and sturdy. 

Another embodiment of the invention uses a shield- 
ing electrode 60, shown in FIGS. 6 and 7, which is 
effective in eliminating 60 Hz interference, and is espe- 
cially useful in clinical studies, where monitoring instru- 
mentation may be connected to a 60 Hz electrical 
power source. The high electrical resistivity of the 
piezoelectric polymer film makes it particularly suscep- 
tible to 60 Hz interference. FIG. 6 shows a cross-sec- 
tional view, and FIG. 7 a cutaway view, of the shielding 
electrode attached to a sensor assembly. In the example 
selected for illustration, the shielding electrode 60 con- 
sists of a layer of copper 62 deposited on a “KAPTON” 
brand polyimide, foil 61, which is bonded to the internal 
sensor assembly 33 by means of a contact adhesive 64, 
such as “SUPER 77” brand adhesive, manufactured by 
the 3M Company. The layer of copper 62 and the layer 
of foil 61 can be of virtually any thickness which will 
permit the layers to effectively be wrapped around the 
sensor assemblies 33 and 34. A thickness of 0.0014" of 
copper layer 62 and 0.0016" of “KAPTON” brand 
65 polyimide layer 61 has been found beneficial. The 
shielding electrode 60 completely encircles the sensor 
assemblies 33 and 34. A wire 65 is soldered to the cop- 
per layer 62 at a location 66 on the external side of the 
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sensor station. When the wire 65 is connected to earth 
ground, the 60 Hz interference virtually disappears. A 
layer of RTV silicone rubber 63, typically 1/32" to 
1/16" thick, provides electrical isolation of the patient 
without compromising acoustic transmission into the 
sensor assemblies 33 and 34. 

What is claimed is: 

1. An ambulatory passive fetal monitoring sensor 
comprising: 

a substantially inelastic garment for wear by an ex- 
pectant mother about the mother’s torso; 

one or more sensor stations mounted on said inelastic 
garment, each of said sensor stations comprising: 

a. a rigid metallic mounting plate having first and 
second substantially parallel surfaces; 

b. a first piezoelectric polymer film sensing means 
for sensing internal pulses from the mother in- 
cluding a heartbeat of a fetus, a first surface of 
which is affixed to the first surface of said mount- 
ing plate and a second surface of which is 
adopted to be positioned flush upon the mother’s 
torso; and 

c. a second piezoelectric polymer film sensing 
means for sensing rigid body motion of the 
mother, said second piezoelectric polymer film 
sensing means affixed to the second surface of 
said mounting plate. 

2. The invention as defined in claim 1 wherein each of 
said one or more sensor stations is mounted in a cutout 
in said inelastic garment. 

3. The invention as defined in claim 1, wherein there 
are three or more sensor stations. 

4. The invention as defined in claim 1, further com- 
prising acoustic insulating means packed between said 
second piezoelectric polymer film sensing means and 
said elastic garment to isolate said second piezoelectric 
polymer film sensing means from ambient noise. 

5. The invention as defined in claim 4, wherein each 
of said one or more sensor stations is mounted in a cut- 
out in said elastic garment such that said second piezo- 
electric polymer film sensing means is positioned within 
the cutout and said acoustic insulating means is packed 
in the cutout. 

6. The invention as defined in claim 1, further com- 
prising cable means for electrically connecting an out- 
put of each sensor station to a signal processing means. 

7. The invention as defined in claim 1, wherein said 
inelastic garment has an inelasticity which ensures 
contact with the mother’s torso to permit compression 
of said first piezoelectric polymer film sensing means by 
internal pulses of the mother and to suppress any accel- 
eration of the sensor stations caused by the internal 
pulses. 

8. An ambulatory passive fetal monitoring sensor 
comprising: 
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a substantially inelastic garment for wear by an ex- 
pectant mother about the mother’s torso; 

one or more sensor stations mounted on said inelastic 
garment, each of said sensor stations comprising: 

5 a. a rigid, metallic mounting plate having first and 
second substantially parallel surfaces; 

b. a first piezoelectric polymer film sensing means 
for sensing internal pulses from the mother in- 
cluding a heartbeat of a fetus, a first surface of 

10 which is affixed to the first surface of said mount- 

ing plate and a second surface of which is 
adopted to be positioned flush upon the mother’s 
torso; and 

c. a second piezoelectric polymer film sensing 

15 means for sensing rigid body motion of the 

mother, said second piezoelectric polymer film 
sensing means affixed to the second surface of 
said mounting plate; and 

a shielding electrode surrounding each of said sensor 
20 stations, said shielding electrode comprising an 
insulating film bonded to a metallic film, which is 
coated with an insulating layer separating the 
shielding electrode from the mother’s torso, • 
whereby the mother is electrically insulated from 
25 sensor station and acoustic transmission from the 
mother and fetus to said first piezoelectric polymer 
film sensing means is not compromised. 

9. The invention as defined in claim 8 wherein said 
insulating film is a polyimide foil. 

30 10 , The invention as defined in claim 8 wherein said 

metallic film is copper. 

11. The invention as defined in claim 8 wherein said 
insulating layer separating the electrode from the moth- 
er’s torso is a silicone rubber. 

35 12. The invention as defined in claim 8, wherein each 

of said one or more sensor stations is mounted in a cut- 
out in said inelastic garment. 

13. The invention as defined in claim 8, wherein there 
are three or more sensor stations. 

40 14. The invention as defined in claim 8, further com- 

prising acoustic insulating means packed between said 
second piezoelectric polymer film sensing means and 
said elastic garment to isolate said second piezoelectric 
polymer film sensing means from ambient noise. 

45 15. The invention as defined in claim 14, wherein 

each of said one or more sensor stations is mounted in a 
cutout in said elastic garment such that said second 
piezoelectric polymer film sensing means is positioned 
within the cutout and said acoustit insulating means is 
50 packed in the cutout. 

16. The invention as defined in claim 8, wherein said 
inelastic garment has an inelasticity which ensures 
contact with the mother’s torso to permit compression 
of said first piezoelectric polymer film sensing means by 
55 internal pulses of the mother and to suppress any accel- 
eration of the sensor stations caused by the internal 
pulses. 

***** 
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